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An opinion should be read as a whole and interpreted in light of the facts on which it is based and the issues presented. 


The language of an opinion should not be parsed in the same manner as the language of a statute! but should be interpreted as 
a whole.” Thus, unlike statutes, judicial opinions are not usually written with the knowledge or expectation that each and every 
word may be the subject of searching analysis.’ An opinion must be construed with reference to the facts on which it is based,“ 
and the positive authority of a decision extends only to those factual circumstances.” Different sections of an opinion should be 
read as consistent with each other.° The opinion should be read in light of the circumstances under which the language is used” 


and of the issues or questions presented.’ However, it is a general rule that unless the United States Supreme Court expressly 
limits its opinion to the facts before it, it is the principle that controls and not the specific facts on which the principle was 


decided.? When questions about an opinion's import arise, the opinion should receive a reasonable interpretation that reflects 


the circumstances under which it was rendered, and its statements should be considered in context. 9 


Courts speak through their judgments and decrees, not their opinions, l and an opinion cannot prevail against a conflicting final 


order or decision. |” Thus, although an opinion may shed light on the decision, it may not nullify it. l3 


An error by the publisher's scrivener in the text of a court opinion does not change the law. i 
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CUMULATIVE SUPPLEMENT 
Cases: 


As binding authority, judicial decision is inherently limited to the facts of the case then before the court and the questions 
presented to the court in the light of those facts. United States v. Johnson, 921 F.3d 991 (11th Cir. 2019). 


It is a maxim not to be disregarded, that general expressions, in every opinion, are to be taken in connection with the case in 
which those expressions are used; if they go beyond the case, they may be respected, but ought not to control the judgment in 
a subsequent suit when the very point is presented for decision. Save Our Illinois Land v. Illinois Commerce Commission, 460 
Ill. Dec. 322, 200 N.E.3d 870 (App. Ct. 4th Dist. 2022). 


Divorce court's memorandum opinion that was incorporated into findings of fact and conclusions of law as part of divorce 
decree was not inconsistent with divorce decree with respect to conditions that would impact former husband's lifetime alimony 
obligation, and thus trial court did not abuse its discretion in concluding, on wife's motion to reinstate alimony that husband 
unilaterally stopped paying when he retired, that alimony did not automatically terminate when he retired; decree provided that 
husband shall pay to [wife] $3,000 per month alimony until any of the following conditions presented themselves: ... [husband] 
reaches the age of social security eligibility, provision was condition that impacted obligation and did not provide for automatic 
termination, and memorandum opinion provided that alimony may be subject to modification due to a change in [husband's] 
income. Leedom v. Leedom, 2020 SD 40, 947 N.W.2d 143 (S.D. 2020). 
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